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  Chapter one
A SOUNDING BOARD


Liz Randiza rested back on her beige suede sofa, her laptop sitting on her lap as she clicked on icons to access information for a client. She didn’t normally work on the weekends, but she’d had a recent influx of cases at the centre where she worked as a social worker.  
She peered at the blue sky through the glass doors, finding comfort in her first-floor Altona apartment with a five-minute walk to the beach, gym, shopping strips, and cafes. She occasionally enjoyed a refreshing walk along the pine-lined beach foreshore or relaxing on the balcony on those warm balmy nights.Liz turned off her laptop and put it aside. She rose from the couch and reached into the fridge for a jug of water. Pouring it into a glass, she took a sip and stared at the date on her calendar. She flinched at the sudden reminder of what was happening today. 
No, it couldn’t be today, could it? 
Her hands suddenly shook as she closed her eyes briefly, squeezing her hands tight. In spite of the warm, spring air, a trail of coldness raced down her spine. He’s back and he’s coming for me. This will never end. Staring at the letter stuck to the side of the fridge announcing his prison release, she struggled to breathe. She had to get out of there.Liz grabbed her bag, stepped out of her apartment in a daze, and headed into the basement car park. Her sweaty hands gripped the steering wheel as she drove towards her friend’s home in Williamstown, not too far from her place. Her friend, Bella, lived in a cottage-style house that was inviting and cosy, and Liz always felt comfortable there. Right now, she needed company, but she had to get a grip on this. Maybe it wasn’t as dangerous as she first thought. But who was she kidding?
On the drive over there, images flashed across her mind, but she couldn’t think about it now. She had to talk to someone, and Bella was always there to lend an ear. Clearing her mind, she remembered that her friend Jamie was working a late shift tonight, but Bella should be home. As a psychologist, Bella had ways to make people feel safe.
She took calming breaths to ease her tight chest, turned into Bella’s street, and parked. She leapt out of the car and walked through the white picket gate. Her legs wobbled beneath her as she looked around at her surroundings. Making her way to the front door was physically exerting as her mind ran rampant about this particular day. She tried to control her shaky hands as she rang the doorbell and waited for Bella to answer the door. Within seconds, the door opened. 
Bella stared up at Liz. “Liz, are you alright? Come in?”
Liz stepped inside and cleared her throat. “My ex-boyfriend was released from prison and I know he’s going to find me.”
Bella remained silent for a moment. “Oh Liz.” She grabbed her hand and led her towards the living room. “Come and sit down.”
“What am I going to do, Bella?” Tears swept freely down Liz’s face as Bella wrapped her arms tightly around her.
Marco, Bella’s boyfriend who worked as a detective, intervened. “Surely he’d have conditions on his release, but I’ll try and get answers for you.”
She pulled away from Bella. “Thanks, Marco. I’d appreciate that.”
Marco watched her with concern. “If your ex has been a model prisoner and the court feels he’s served his maximum sentence, he may have minimal conditions upon release. Although, there are bound to be conditions such as not coming near you, Liz. And he won’t be able to apply for a lot of jobs out there.”
Bella touched Liz gently on the shoulder. “Now you listen to me. He’ll be a fool to come near you, and we’ll be here supporting you all the way. He will never hurt you again, and we’ll make sure of that. Okay?”
Liz nodded. “Thanks, Bella.”
Marco leaned forward, watching Liz closely. “Bella’s right. If he steps out of line, most likely he’ll go straight back to prison.” He moved closer to Liz and smiled reassuringly. “Now, I’ll make us a cup of tea. As Bella taught me, you have to find comforting distractions when you’re upset.”
Bella beamed in his direction and Marco gazed lovingly into her eyes. He whispered in her ear and kissed her tenderly on the cheek. “I’ll be back, honey.”
Liz grinned, her mood slightly lifted. “I’m struggling to feel calm right now, but I’ll process this in time.”
Bella nodded. “Come on, Liz. Let’s sit down.”
She suddenly couldn’t breathe, experiencing a sense of entrapment inside the house. “Do you mind if we go outside, Bella?”
“Of course not. Let’s go.”
They ambled over to the courtyard and sat down, the fresh air brushing Liz’s flushed face. The air outside almost soothed her weary soul as she peered into the dark night. 
“Have you had anything to eat?”
Liz shook her head. “I don’t have an appetite.”
“Not to worry. I know Marco will, at least, bring us some light snacks. He’s great with guests and makes a good host.”
Liz beamed. Bella had changed so much over the past year. She’d had her fair share of trauma from her abusive parents, unlike Liz who had loving parents but an abusive ex-boyfriend. 
Bella took a quick breath, leaning forward with a frown. “So when did you find out about this? His release?”
Liz recounted the story with trepidation. “Two weeks ago.” She ignored the shock on Bella’s face. “I was flicking through bills, but this letter on the bottom came from the Victims Register. And I thought, ‘What the hell! It couldn’t be that time already.’”
She remembered how her body had become rigid, her hands gripping the envelope tightly, the whites of her knuckles showing. She forgot how to breathe as she ripped open the envelope and stared hard at the typeface. No, no, no. Domenic cannot be released from prison so soon? Had it already been ten years?
Bella shook her head. “Oh Liz. Why didn’t you tell me two weeks ago? I would’ve been there for you.”
Liz shrugged. “I thought I’d be okay and didn’t want to burden you. I was just reminded of his  release today, and seeing that letter on the fridge triggered me again. Now it’s so real. He’s out, but two weeks ago he was still in prison.”
“Are you getting back into counselling now that he’s out?”
Liz wondered about the same thing. “I’m thinking about it. That psychologist I saw a few years ago was great, and got me through a lot of that stuff with Domenic. I might see if she’s still around.”
Bella clasped her hands. “Good.” 
Marco brought them a tray of savoury biscuits, cheese, dips, and small mugs of tea. He leaned in and kissed Bella on the lips. “I’ll leave you girls to it. You take care, Liz. I’ll be in touch. And Bella, I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Bella eyed Marco with endearing love in her eyes. “I’ll talk to you soon, honey.”Liz nodded wearily. “Thanks, Marco.”
A part of Liz felt guilt at what she was doing to her friend. Bella had faced enough trauma; she’d been tortured by a crazy person. For months, Bella had been stalked and terrorised until she had almost died. No amount of support by Liz and Jamie could help Bella at the time. That ordeal had been one year ago. 
Ten years before that, Domenic had gone to prison.
Liz wondered if Domenic would try to find her. Surely he wouldn’t dare? But then again, Domenic always had a way of outsmarting her. He was very resourceful, and that’s exactly what she was afraid of.






  
  Chapter two
THE CLIENT 


Liz sat at her desk in a cubicle of several other staff within her community not-for-profit centre in Eaglemont, jotting down notes. The centre worked with the Northern Metropolitan regions of Victoria and focused on family intervention. Its aim was to connect children with foster carers while case managing broken families, mostly sole parents. 
Her desk was cluttered with stacks of case files, in-trays of assigned tasks, scheduled assessments, and scattered stationery. Behind her was a shelf of books about social work policy and guidelines, family interventions, and case management for families.
She shifted her weight on the chair and stared at the woman across from her. “Okay, Camilla. I’ve placed your daughter with a foster carer until your brother gets down here from Queensland. So your job now is to attend the rehabilitation program in the city.” She handed her a document, and Camilla grabbed it with a shaky hand, the skin on her hands flaky and peeling.
“Is your mother coming down from Queensland too?”
Camilla shrugged. Dark circles under her eyes and her skinny physique showed how malnourished she was from substance abuse. Her blood-shot eyes made it appear that she’d relapsed recently. “Nah, Matthew said she’s having another procedure, so she’ll be staying with a friend until she recovers. She’ll probably come down for a visit. But probably not for six months, maybe less. Who knows?”
Liz took a breath. “I see.” She frowned. “Have you relapsed?” Camilla averted her eyes, pressing her lips together. “Camilla, it’s okay if you have. I mean, the point of rehabilitation is to work on those triggers to relapse. The important thing is that you learn from them and look at each relapse as a learning experience.” 
“Hmm, maybe.” Camilla’s words were muffled.
“So what triggered you this time?” Liz wondered if the incidences with Camilla’s father had triggered her. She’d given a sketchy outline of the trauma he invoked.
“I’m not saying.”
“And why not? I’m only here to help, nothing more.” She sighed. “Do you want your daughter back?”
Camilla shot her a glare. “Of course, I do. She’s my life.”
Liz nodded. “Fair enough but know that you also have to do this for yourself. Remember how we mentioned that you need to be your top priority? That way you can best care for Mariana. Now what happened?”
“My ex dropped in and wanted to see Mariana, but I wouldn’t let him. He threatened to take her when I was asleep. Said he’d break into my house, take her, then disappear overseas. But he wouldn’t be able to get a passport because of his criminal record. The bastard.” She scratched hard at her skin. “But he doesn’t know she’s in foster care, thank God. But once I get her back, he might make good on his damn promise.”
Liz fought back the images of her own ex-boyfriend. The large fist, pounding into her. No, she refused to go there. She focused on the woman in front of her. “So you took the drugs because of your fear?”
“Yeah, but no way he’s taking her. No damn way.”
“Listen, she’s safe where she is right now, and later we’ll take measures to keep him away. If it comes to that.”
“No damn intervention order will keep him away. He won’t care about breaching it.”
The Victorian legal system had its faults, but that wasn’t something Liz could fix. Focus on what you can control, Liz. “I’m happy to come with you to the rehabilitation facility and get you settled in.”
“Thanks, Liz. Appreciate it.”
“Wait for me in reception and we’ll leave for the facility. Just give me a few minutes.”
Camilla nodded then left, holding her weathered oversized bag like it was a piece of treasure. Liz hoped that Camilla would stay clean this time, but considering her dark past, it would be the ultimate challenge.
Her manager and friend, Penny, approached her, holding a case file. Penny watched Camilla walk away. Liz was fortunate to have her as a supportive and easy-going manager. She threaded her hand through her strawberry-blonde hair, topping a face with smiling green eyes and dimples on her cheeks. “Let’s hope she stays clean.” Liz nodded. “This is Judy Jonesan who has alcohol and gambling addictions. She has a three-year old daughter, currently staying with an aunt. It’s yours. She’s scheduled to come in tomorrow, but don’t spend too much on the bio-psychosocial history as I got most of it in my notes there.”
After Penny left, Liz inserted the case file into a locked cabinet. A voice caught her attention and she turned to see Penny returning.
“Oh, remember how I mentioned the work placement student starting with us?”
Liz nodded. “Yeah, wasn’t it organised a few months ago? The one you said was adamant she work here because she loves kids?”
Penny held her hands across her waist. “That’s the one.” She cleared her throat. “Well, she’ll be starting next Monday, so be ready.”
“No worries.”
They said their goodbyes then Liz bent down to retrieve her bag from the large drawer at the bottom of her desk. She rose to leave with Camilla for the clinic and waved goodbye to one colleague who remained after a few others had left. Walking outside with Camilla, she savoured the spring air as the setting sun cast a light glow around her. But the worried expression on Camilla’s face made her wonder whether she’d relapse again.
Storm clouds were brewing in spite of the mild weather.






  
  Chapter three
A WARNING


After work the next evening, Liz got into her sports car parked behind the building, and drove to her Altona residence a half-hour drive from work. Along the way, her thoughts turned to poor Camilla. Hopefully, her brother was supportive and could care for Camilla’s daughter, at least temporarily. Otherwise, she would need longer-term foster care. 
She parked her car in the basement, entered by the side of a grey building, punched in a security code, then pushed open the elevator and headed to her apartment. 
Unlocking her door, she stepped into her beige-carpeted residence and sank into her three-seater beige couch, fluffing up the green and blue pillows after throwing down the letters. She put her bag down on the coffee table.
Her apartment was small, and featured timber chairs around a long table next to a small kitchen with wall to wall abstract paintings and photographs of her parents and friends. She ignored the pieces of clothing scattered around the living room, deciding to put them in the laundry later.
Heading into the kitchen, Liz opened the fridge and frowned at its near-empty contents. All she had was spoilt milk, a few eggs, a block of cheese, mouldy lettuce, and dried out mushrooms. She’d forgotten to do the grocery shopping. In spite of her love of cooking, Liz hadn’t cooked a healthy meal in a long time. She enjoyed going out and was hardly home to do any cooking, but the last two weeks had become much worse with her self-care. That damn letter had arrived.
At least she had the chicken that she’d taken out of the freezer in the morning. She seasoned it, placed it into a non-stick pan, and cooked it. Tiny flecks of hot oil splashed out of the pan. She ignored the mess it created and the pain it caused as they hit her bare arms. Once it was ready, she ate it and washed it down with a glass of wine. Her heart hammered as she glared at the letter informing of Domenic’s release stuck on the fridge. Maybe she should throw it out. What was the damn point of that letter now? 
She was too alone with her thoughts, tired of thinking about Domenic, and decided to head to the nearby coffee shop. Rushing out the door, she grabbed her bag and made her way outside into the street below with its strips of stores, cafes, and restaurants. The sun was still bright as she stepped into the small cafe, sat at a corner table, and waited for the waitress. 
Liz watched customers coming inside, and spotted a chubby woman with tattoos and piercing in her nose. The woman slapped a grey-haired man on the shoulder. She enjoyed people-watching and interaction with others, and was grateful for the distraction. 
Liz stared into her hands, wondering where the damn waitress was. She wanted her fresh cup of coffee.
“Excuse me,” a voice sounded near her.
Liz looked up and stared at a short buxom young woman, sporting a  dark brown, bob haircut with blonde highlights. Her dark brown eyes penetrated Liz’s. 
Liz swallowed even though she was not at all threatened by this young girl with innocent eyes and a reserved smile. “Can I help you?”
The woman clasped her hands together and stared into Liz’s eyes for a moment before talking. “Hi, I’m Gabriella. I believe we both know Domenic.” She took a breath. “My mum was married to Domenic.”
Liz flinched. “What?” Did she hear right?
“I’m sorry to say this, but I came here to warn you. About Domenic. He was released from prison a few days ago, and I think he plans to hurt you.”
Liz’s chest constricted. She wondered if she was being threatened by one of his minions, or if she had been abused by him too. “Who are you?”
A stout male waiter came by at that moment. “What can I get you?”
She swallowed, her focus blurry. “I’ll have a short black, thanks,” said Liz.
“A strong cappuccino thank you,” said the woman. She took a seat opposite Liz.
Liz leaned forward, looking into her eyes with curiosity. “Who are you? And what’s this about?”
The woman hesitated. “I’m Gabriella. Domenic’s daughter.”
Liz gasped loudly and winced at the attention it drew. She bowed her head, thinking the worst. That bastard had sent his daughter to do his dirty work, probably concocting a plan to kill her while she visited him in prison. “What do you want from me? And why are you threatening me?”
Gabriella’s hand shook as she drew it through her hair and twirled the strands around her fingers. She bit her lower lip as if processing her words. “I’m not here to threaten you. I want to warn you that he’s still dangerous.”
Liz shook her head, pushing back tears. “No, you’re here to conspire against me with Domenic. Besides, I don’t believe you are who you say you are. He never told me he had a daughter when we were going out. You could be anyone, telling lies.”
“You have to believe me. He hurt my mother, and then he broke up with her so you two could go out.”
Oh no! “He told me he was single and never mentioned a daughter. I would’ve known if he had a daughter.”
Gabriella shifted in her seat. “My Mum read the trial transcripts from beginning to end. She told me the whole story. I’m sorry.” She turned away, looking up at the waiter who had brought their hot drinks. He set them on the table, and she took a sip, her hands gripping the mug for dear life. “No-one should have to go through what you went through.”
“Give me one good reason why I should believe you are who you say you are?”
Gabriella fixed her gaze strongly on Liz, as if undeterred in her mission. “My mum and I visited him in prison. He said, and I quote, ‘No bitch wins over me.’ Then he laughed, and said he was joking and that he was a changed man.”
Liz cleared her throat. “I have to go.”
Gabriella held her hand up. “No, we haven’t finished. Wait.”
“I’m sorry. I can’t deal with this now.” She ignored her drink, headed to the cashier and paid.
On her walk back home, her body was shaking and the world around her seemed to spin. She couldn’t deal with a daughter. For all she knew, Gabriella could be playing his sick games, being used like a puppet. Maybe she was as psychopathic as her father was. No, she couldn’t even fathom that Domenic had a daughter. Not only was Domenic back in her life, but his daughter was too. A whole damn family affair! This trauma was happening all over again.






  
  Chapter four
A DISTRACTION


Liz rushed inside her apartment straight from the cafe, her mind still on Domenic and his prison release. She wouldn’t let him control her life and was not entirely sure that Gabriella was telling her the truth. How did she know without a doubt that Gabriella was not conspiring to hurt her, as ordered by Domenic? Trying to get her guard down and to trust Gabriella, then —BAM!—she would be vulnerable in his hands. No, she had to play it safe and stay away from this woman, whoever she was. Maybe Marco could do a background check on her. 
She planned to focus on the life she’d built, and that included her rewarding job, network of friends, her love of cooking, and going to the gym. What more could she want?
Liz picked up an apple from the fruit bowl on the kitchen table and munched away. She headed outside on to her private balcony, her bare feet pressing against the cold tiles as she looked over the street view of Altona.
Liz’s parents had helped her buy this apartment as she couldn’t afford much on her social worker salary. Not that she didn’t get by, but hopefully she’d one day be promoted to a supervisory role that paid somewhat more than she was getting now.
The sound of the phone distracted her. She stepped back inside the apartment and picked up her phone from the coffee table. The screen displayed Marco. “Hello there.”
“Hi, Liz. How are you doing?”
She took a seat on the couch. “I’m better now, thanks to you guys. How’s Bella?”
“She’s great, but she wanted me to get onto this straight away to give you time to process things too.”
“What did you find out?”
“Domenic’s been instructed to stay away from you, or you can put out an intervention order. I was hoping they’d put him on a supervision order, but no such luck.”
“You mean he’s free to do whatever he likes without being supervised or monitored?”
“Hmmm. They believe he is a changed man and served his maximum penalty, so he’s been released without having strict conditions to follow. I’m sorry, Liz, but he shouldn’t come near you. He knows he can go straight back to prison if he does.”
Liz gripped the phone so hard she thought her hand might break. “But I don’t think he’ll ever change. He’s pure evil, Marco.” She calmed her breathing. “And he had a drug and escort business before prison. I assume they’ve been shut down?”
“I checked known escort and drug businesses he ran, and they were shut down, Liz. And no known associations with that kind of business now. But we’ll keep an eye on that.” He paused. “Bella told me your story, and I want you to know that I’ll be looking out for you. I’ll make sure he never hurts you again.”
“Thanks, Marco, but you can’t monitor me twenty-four-seven, and I wouldn’t expect that. I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself.”
He scoffed. “I’ve heard that before.” Marco was obviously implying Bella. “What I would suggest is taking a few self-defence classes. It’ll help you feel more confident and give you added strength.”
“I’ll think about it. Thanks, Marco.”
“No problem, but if there’s anything you need don’t hesitate to call.”
She remembered Gabriella. “Marco, wait. I need you to check out something.”
“Sure. What is it?” Liz recounted her encounter with Gabriella, a part of her hoping she wasn’t Domenic’s daughter. “I’ll look into it and get back to you. But surely you would’ve found out during the trial that he had a daughter?”
“I was too gutless to read the court transcripts, so I don’t know who else testified or whether any family members spoke about him.”
“Understandable, Liz. You were only seventeen, far too young to deal with that.”
“Thanks, Marco.”
Liz hung up with a heavy heart. The bastard’s going to be released without supervision and no strict rules to follow. He is not a changed man. He could never change.
Liz walked over to her bedroom and contemplated changing her clothes. Her room was her sanctuary, with its bare walls, white timber bed, white dresser with four large drawers, and a matching bedside table. The gentle light coming in through the bay windows gave her comfort. She debated in her mind whether to go to the nightclub—one of her favourite things to do. What if Domenic was out there? She might be putting herself at risk. But if he came near her, he knew he could go back to prison. 
Liz paced the floor and looked through her window, but nobody was down below. She was being paranoid. It would be too soon for Domenic to show his face as he’d only recently been released. He’d need time to settle into a place, and maybe he’d moved in with his parents. Not that she’d ever met them. 
She shook her head, fighting against his control over her. For ten whole damn years she had dealt with Domenic’s abuse, and damn if she’d let him continue to control her life. He had controlled her for far too long. No more. She would be in a public place with plenty of people around, and she’d keep a bottle of perfume in her bag. Socialising was good for her spirit and she needed this.
Liz sat on her white quilt cover and had made her decision. She put on a tight-fitting black satin dress with matching red stiletto shoes. Then she put on dangly earrings, added natural-looking make-up, and was out the door. She needed to get out of this place, so clubbing it was.
Being a Friday the queue to the nightclub was long, so she waited for at least half an hour before gaining entry. The lounge area had a soft-glowing look. She walked up to the bar and ordered a dry margarita from the burly bartender. The buzz of the crowd surrounded her, giving her that adrenaline high as she licked her lips, desperately needing a drink to forget her current problem. Acrid smells and strong perfumes permeated the air. Couches were on either side of the lounge close to the dance floor. Lights suspended from the ceiling spotlighted a small stage featuring an all-male band playing soft jazz.
“Here you go, love,” said the bartender with a wink.
“Thanks,” she said. She stood up from the bar and searched for a man to distract her from her pain. A man with a beard and a square jaw stared at Liz with hunger in his eyes until a woman grabbed him by the arm. Oh damn! He’s taken. 
Heading closer to the dance floor, Liz found a few more potentials she could enjoy the night with. Mostly brunettes and a couple of blonde men, although some were with their partners. Taking a few more steps, she spotted another good-looking man sporting a moustache, talking to another guy near the couches. But he didn’t even look her way, so she turned back to the bar. She might have better luck, sitting alone at the bar. Taking a deep breath, she held on to her martini glass and set it opposite her on the counter. It was still early in the night and she had time to find someone to take her mind off things. She refused to let Domenic spoil her night. He was history and she’d moved on in some ways. 
Liz wrapped her manicured nails around the glass and downed the margarita in two easy swallows. She needed more alcohol to wash away her dark thoughts and have fun tonight.
“Woh, take it easy there lady,” said a strange man with a moustache and wavy shoulder-length hair. He had black eyes and stubble, and appeared harmless enough. This was the guy she’d just seen, the one who hadn’t glanced her way. He was even better looking close up.
Her mind travelled to Domenic and how he always had to dominate her, but now, she’d taken back control. No longer would she let men rule her. She’d take control with this man. “I think you talk too much,” said Liz.
The man’s eyes widened. “And what did you have in mind?” His eyes were inviting something more.
She grabbed his hand and moved off the stool. She led him towards an empty couch and pushed him beside her, his body close to hers. “Get over here.”
The man tilted his head, his eyes dilated and his mouth parting with desire. “My pleasure.” He leaned in and pressed his lips over hers, their tongues flicking in and out as Liz forgot her troubles. She pressed her body hard against his, touching his manhood as he massaged her breasts. His fingers found her dress and trailed down her leg as he probed in between her thighs with rough fingers. She moaned with desire, but when he was pulling down her panties, she grabbed his hands and pulled them away.
Liz moved off him, her desire spent but his eyes still burned with desire for her. Oh why did she keep doing this? She had gone too far with the man when all she wanted was kissing for fun. Nothing more.
He hid his disappointment. “Can I get your number? I don’t even know your name.”
Liz smiled. “I don’t think so. Gotta go.” She rose from the couch, spotting a look of shock on his face and ignoring a couple staring wide-eyed at them. 
The man caught up to her and tapped her on the shoulder. “Listen, let’s take a seat back there and talk. Nothing more.” Her feet remained frozen. Why had she even come? “Listen, I don’t know about you, but I can tell something’s bothering you. And I know I’m just a stranger but sometimes it helps to talk things out.” He put out his hands. “This is a public place and we can have a quiet chat on the couch. I promise to keep my hands to myself. No expectations.”
Liz nodded and followed him back to the couch. She sat beside him but kept a wider distance between them. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you. I get like that sometimes. I try to distract myself when I know it’s wrong. Whenever something triggers me, I tend to get wild.” Not that she slept around with strangers, but she’d had a few superficial relationships with men she’d met in clubs. 
“So what happened?”
“I really can’t talk about it,” said Liz. “Why don’t we talk about something else, like movies or books.”
He beamed. “Sounds like a plan. You can start.”
Liz thought about that initial control over men, but why did she always feel empty afterwards? In spite of not wanting a man to traumatise her again, why did she give herself that illusion of control again and again?






  
  Chapter five
THE STUDENT


The following Monday, Liz yawned and stretched out in bed. Her mind flashed back to the nightclub, a sense of guilt and shame over her behaviour. Initially, she was able to get that sense of relief and control, but later on, she’d always come to the realisation that her using men that way was only a temporary measure. She’d never had sex with a stranger but enjoyed having foreplay in nightclubs, and always with people around. Even that could prove to be dangerous, but she couldn’t help herself. The relief never lasted, and she’d ended up feeling dirty and ashamed of herself. But she couldn’t help it. She loved controlling men, and maybe it was her way of dealing with Domenic over the years. 
The last time she’d had sex was with her ex-boyfriend after Domenic, and they’d been together for three years. In the end, she realised that he was too controlling and broke it off. Luckily, he didn’t dominate her to the point of violence, as Domenic had.
Liz had definitely enjoyed the touching and kissing on Friday, and the man had wanted to see her again, but why date someone she only wanted to have fun with? Bella would chastise her about her behaviour. Liz realised it was a destructive way of dealing with her pain, but she had no control over it. The man appeared nice enough, but she couldn’t focus on a relationship when eventually they would all control her. It was just a man’s way.
After a light breakfast of eggs and coffee, she grabbed her bag and keys and headed out to work. She found a parking space next to a black SUV that was taking up two spaces, and cursed. No-one was in the car. Damn! Given there was an event in the nearby area, some people must’ve decided to park here illegally. 
Once she arrived at the building, she waved hello to Penny and others in the office and settled at her desk. She took out a case file and flicked through relevant points. She had a consent form to speak to Camilla’s psychiatrist so that he could write a report about the prognosis of her substance abuse, and the likelihood of having her daughter returned to her care. It was always a long process, but normally the centre had a high success rate with the families in crisis.
She picked up her phone when Penny approached Liz with a young woman behind her. When the woman moved beside Penny, in her line of vision, her body sat up straight and her mouth opened. She hung up the phone. What the hell! Gabriella? The woman was already stalking her, and she still hadn’t heard from Marco about her.
She stared at the short woman with her dark brown hair and blonde highlights tied up in a short pony-tail. Gabriella wore a tight-fitting black skirt and white shirt that showed off her buxom, slim figure. Her dark brown eyes penetrated Liz’s with curiosity as if sizing her up.
Penny was oblivious to Liz’s shock. “Hey, Liz. This here is Gabriella Jamitsan who we spoke about. She’s the work experience student doing the Certificate IV in Community Services course at the nearby college. She’s here to start the work placement.”
Liz didn’t want to make a scene and decided to question Gabriella later. She leaned forward and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Gabriella. Take a seat and we’ll have a chat.”
The woman had a piercing gaze but smiled, which made Liz uneasy. “Hi, Liz. I’m happy to be here. Thanks for taking me on. I realise how busy you must get, and I really appreciate it.”
Liz smiled without it reaching her eyes. “Not a problem.”
Penny rubbed her hands. “Okay, I’ll leave you two to it.” She turned back and returned to her desk.
Liz whispered. “Follow me.” Gabriella nodded, gripping tightly onto her satchel. She followed Liz to an empty interview room.
Liz closed the door behind them and took a seat behind the table while Gabriella sat opposite with her head bowed. “What are you doing here? You do know that stalking is a crime in Victoria?”
Gabriella frowned. “I honestly didn’t know that you worked here. It’s a coincidence. Besides, I love kids and have a passion to do this kind of work. Give me that opportunity, Liz. If I don’t do this placement, I’ll struggle to complete my course because right now there’s nothing else available for me.”
“What is really going on here?”
Gabriella pressed her lips together, shaking her head. “I meant it when I said my father’s still dangerous.”
She scoffed. “Are you my bodyguard now?”
“No, of course not, but I’m here, so can’t we at least try to work together? I really aspire to be like you, Liz, a social worker. Please give me that chance to work in welfare. Please!”
Liz got the feeling there was more to Gabriella’s story, and hopefully, she’d hear from Marco soon. Right now, she had a job to do, and she was always the professional here. “Fine, but let’s keep this strictly business. I don’t want to hear that man’s name in this office. Do you understand?”
Gabriella swallowed. “Of course.”
“Fine. Now let’s get to work.”
Gabriella’s eyes darkened. “I’m so sorry to make you uncomfortable.”
Liz ignored her comment. She’d remain professional. If not, she’d probably break down. “So do you have a copy of your units of study in the course. It’ll give me an idea of what you  need to focus on.”
Gabriella handed her a document. “Here it is.” Liz pulled over a chair from an empty desk and moved it beside her own. They both sat down, and Liz scanned through the document. “Okay, well obviously this is general stuff so what’s your main interest of work?”
“I’d like to focus on youth work as I can sort of relate.”
Liz rubbed her hands together. “I’ll give you a quick run-down of our services here.” She handed her a few brochures of their service then resumed. “We run a foster and kinship care service for children and youth who struggle to live with their parents, more often a sole parent. And we also provide residential care for those young ones who can’t live safely in their home.”
Gabriella nodded, jotting down notes in a small pad. “And what’s the main reason they’re not safe at home?”
Liz sighed. “Well, it could be drug or alcohol abuse, family violence, child abuse by the parents or step-parent. In some cases, we’ve had child prostitution orchestrated by the parents.”
Gabriella’s eyes widened and she leaned forward with interest. “Really? Child prostitution. Oh that’s awful. Tell me more about that.”
“Well, parents might take their child out of school and work with illegal companies by placing their child’s photo on their private site. They get interest from buyers then work out the logistics, and the child stays home to provide the service.” Liz briefly closed her eyes. “It’s despicable how many of these cases the police have.”
“I take it you’ve worked with the police on this?”
“I have,” Liz continued. “Anyway, we also support young people with new accommodation, building personal skills, and engaging them with other support services. We support the homeless, too.”
“Amazing work that you do here,” said Gabriella.
“Thanks.” Liz showed Gabriella a copy of the office policies and procedures. “I’ll give you this document to read, and then I’ll get you to observe a bio-psychosocial assessment of my next case. She’s due in about an hour. Then I have a visit to a drug rehabilitation facility in the city so you can come with me.”
Gabriella squeezed her hands together. “Sounds exciting. I can’t wait to work with you, Liz.”
“Okay, I’m just about to ring a psychiatrist about a client, Camilla, who presents with substance abuse. She’s been having therapy with him for a month, and she’s started drug rehabilitation. Her brother’s coming down from Queensland to care for her daughter temporarily, so we need to make sure she stays on the straight and narrow, or she’ll lose her daughter forever. She’s relapsed a few times and has no family here. Her mother’s in Queensland and will be having surgery soon. Once she’s recovered, she plans to visit Melbourne for a while to help care for her daughter. Depending on Camilla’s recovery, the mother may or may not apply for custody of her granddaughter, but there’s the brother too. If all else fails, we look into the foster care system on a more permanent basis.”
“And where’s the daughter now?”
“She’s with a temporary foster carer until Camilla’s brother, Matthew, comes down. He’s due here in the next few days and we’ll be meeting him and discussing arrangements for the care of the young girl.”
“Sounds complicated,” Gabriella said.
“It sure is.” She grabbed the phone. “Now, listen in on the types of questions I’ll ask the psychiatrist as you’ll be doing this sort of thing. Remember the bounds of confidentiality, which is in the guidelines that you’ll need to read by tomorrow.”
Liz dialled the number, a burst of energy sending waves through her body. She loved helping people and keeping busy, and Gabriella seemed keen and interested in the field. She only hoped they could have a professional working relationship with no personal interferences. 





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
FRIENDS IN CRISIS

.

LU
AP

n n u ;






OEBPS/images/1e3a1a0a-5a75-4e72-9bf7-b5457863ddf8.jpeg
T. .
2
a
=
b~
S
=)
—~
=
=
2
=
S
e
=
(¥
oc .
a
P







